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cHAPTER FOUR

Where We Go From Here: How to Achieve Smarter Growth

People from all walks of life—business leaders,
citizens and public officials—are starting to make
smart growth a reality in communities across the
country. These people have recognized the poten-
tial benefits and they’re making things happen.
However, achieving smarter growth is not easy.
Neither the problems of sprawl nor the solutions
to these problems are simple. No single policy or
program can guarantee the quality of life bene-
fits that are the ultimate goal of smart growth.
And no single person, business, agency or level of
government can do the job by itself. Everyone has
a role to play, and success requires a team effort.
For example, tax and spending policies that
drive sprawl exist at all levels of government.
Correcting these at the local level will have a lim-
ited effect if state action is not forthcoming.
Innovations in federal transportation policy
could help shape growth for the better, but they

won’t work if state agencies stay wedded to road
building and leery of alternatives. Model building
codes drafted at the state level will have little
effect without enforcement by local govern-
ments. Ensuring that neighborhood improve-
ments actually benefit residents instead of pric-
ing them out won’t happen without tangible
steps to prevent housing displacement.

Opportunities to spur smart growth abound;
almost everyone can do something.

A SMART GROWTH AGENDA

The basic pieces of the smart growth puzzle are
described in the following pages. Although these
policies and actions are important, they are not
the only way. Dozens of other options exist, and
are being tried around the country. Each of the
policies discussed here has been tried some-
where with success.

Local Governments

REWRITE LOCAL GROWTH PLANS Local
comprehensive plans govern most aspects of
growth—where building can occur, what densities
and uses are allowed, where open space will be. To
guide growth, some communities have set aside
zones for green space. Others charge develop-
ment fees to pay for local services, with builders
paying little or nothing if they pursue smart
growth projects, such as developments that will
accommodate a range of uses and income levels.
Without sensible local plans, smart growth will
never achieve its full potential.

PURSUE TRANSPORTATION ALTERNATIVES
Although state and federal funding dominates
transportation, local governments have a key
role. Federal and state transportation funds flow
only after years of work by local people to plan,
design and build community support for a proj-
ect. Many of the small but important investments
that make walking and biking practical alterna-
tives—sidewalks, bike lanes, and bike parking—are
prime targets for local action. So are transit
programs to link workers to job opportunities.

AVOID SCHOOL SPRAWL In too many commu-
nities, school districts contribute to sprawl by
replacing neighborhood schools with larger new
schools far away from the communities they
serve. Site specifications used by school boards
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often require huge contigu-
ous parcels of land for athlet-
ic fields and parking for any
new school, and infill sites in
older communities are often
out of the running before site selection begins.
School districts should re-examine these require-
ments and seek to build schools in the neighbor-
hoods that they serve. Also, more funding should
be made available to rehabilitate older schools

which are valuable community assets.

PROVIDE MORE HIGH QUALITY AFFORDABLE
HOUSING Housing affordability is becoming a
major problem across the country, particularly
for families with lower incomes. Local govern-
ments can adopt ordinances that require some
portion of new developments to consist of afford-
able units. The Smart Growth America poll
shows 66 percent public support for requiring
that 15 percent of all new units be affordable.
Local governments can also support the preserva-
tion of the existing supply of affordable homes.

ADOPT “SMART” BUILDING CODES Modern
building codes can be a barrier to rebuilding
older communities. They often require an entire
building to be brought up to modern standards
before any part of it can be used, forming a
barrier to the small businesses and others that
are often the leaders in revitalizing older

neighborhoods.
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State Government

FOCUS STATE SPENDING ON EXISTING
COMMUNITIES State funding policy can be a
powerful tool for encouraging development in
the right places and discouraging it in the wrong
places. Whether state funds are for highways,
schools, wastewater treatment or state office
buildings, a fiscally responsible and equitable
smart growth screen on spending is a logical
first step for state action.

ENACT A STATE GROWTH MANAGEMENT PLAN
Although local planning for growth is key, some-
times state action is necessary to keep competi-
tion among local governments from undermining
smart growth. State policies can establish
regional zones that are off limits to development
or other policies to protect open space and guide
development to areas that already have good
public transportation and other services.

FUND ALTERNATIVES TO DRIVING States
take the lead in funding most transportation
projects. Almost all states have funding sources
dedicated to roads, but few offer similar funding
for alternatives to roads. In addition, state enthu-
siasm for road building can frustrate local smart
growth efforts. State support is often the key to

State enthusiasm for F0ad building can
frustrate local smart growth efforts.

maintaining public transit systems and offering
more high-quality services where they are need-
ed, particularly in lower income communities.
States can lift restrictions which prohibit the use
of state gas tax revenues to support public tran-
sit and walking and cycling facilities. They can
also establish programs that coordinate trans-
portation and land use plans and help get low-
income workers to job locations.

PRESERVE OPEN SPACE In many regions of the
country, state government has been an important
partner in efforts to preserve open space. This
can come through land purchase programs that
protect green areas or tax policies that help
farmers, ranchers and others keep their land in
production. Programs to preserve working lands
can be key to assuring the continued viability of
rural economies. Also, preserving neighborhood
parks and gardens is critical for enhancing the
quality of life in urban communities

PROTECT HISTORIC DISTRICTS. State tax
credits and other policies can assist businesses
and homeowners in making the investments nec-
essary to revitalize historic neighborhoods.
Efforts to protect the integrity of historic com-
munities across the country have provided the
spark needed to revitalize many older urban
neighborhoods.

The Federal Government

SPUR BROWNFIELD REDEVELOPMENT One
key to promoting infill development and urban
revitalization is to modernize the way we reuse
potentially contaminated industrial sites.
Investors seeking to redevelop such sites need
guidelines and assurances to make projects
straightforward and predictable. Similarly, resi-
dents of nearby communities need assurances
that environmental standards are being met and
that they are involved in the decision making.
Without such measures, even the slightest hint
of problems can prevent these properties from
being returned to the tax rolls.

PROTECT OPEN SPACE AND SCENIC
LANDSCAPES Federal interest in land protec-
tion has a long history, but funding has not kept
up with demand. From National Parks to wildlife
habitat, federal efforts to protect key pieces of
land should match the efforts being made at the
state and local level. Public officials should also
fight to preserve the cherished scenic vistas that
make our communities special and drive our
growing tourism industry. In particular, the feder-
al government should ease restrictions limiting
communities’ ability to fight billboard blight.

REFOCUS TRANSPORTATION POLICY For the
last 50 years, federal transportation policy has
focused on highways. A new commitment of fed-
eral funding to provide people with alternatives to
roads, from reliable bus services to bike lanes, can
give communities the boost they need to make

these projects happen. More funding should be
devoted to improving public transit access
between homes and jobs. Also, our federal commit-
ment to the country’s unfinished rail systems and
greenways should match the commitments made
in the past to highways and airports.

SUPPORT HOUSING PROGRAMS The federal
government is an important partner in ensuring
access to housing for low-income families. The
buying power of key federal programs has eroded
over time, and our ability to assure adequate
housing is falling further behind market needs.
The federal government can support housing
programs by providing a larger low-income hous-
ing tax credit, helping states establish affordable
housing trust funds, providing more assistance
for subsidized housing, and linking housing to
job opportunities through public transportation
programs.

ADOPT SMART GROWTH TAX INCENTIVES
The federal government could provide a variety
of tax credits and other incentives to support
smart growth. Tax credits for transit-oriented
development, preservation of historic buildings
and investments in distressed neighborhoods
could help communities around the country
achieve their smart growth goals.
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Private Sector

DEVELOPERS: BUILD PLACES WITH VARIETY
New flexibility in zoning is allowing developers to
plan and build projects that include mixed-income
housing, retail, services and offices together. Such
a blending of uses can create built-in markets for
retail businesses, offer residents the convenience
of nearby stores, and make transit feasible.
Transit station areas offer prime opportunities
for this kind of new development.

BANKS: SUPPORT INNOVATIVE PROJECTS
Even as local governments and builders have
begun to see the value of smart growth, some
financial institutions have been reluctant to pro-
vide capital for these projects. Recent growth in
projects that blend an array of building uses
should give banks the confidence they need to
back them.

BUSINESSES: LOCATE IN COMMUNITIES
WITH TRANSPORTATION OPTIONS
Businesses that opt for smart growth communi-
ties over isolated office parks can reap benefits
for their workers and their bottom lines. Giving
employees the option of commuting by transit or
living close to work can increase satisfaction and
reduce turnover. Locating businesses closer to
the local work force reduces the risks associated

with labor shortages.

Citizens

SUPPORT SMART GROWTH BALLOT
INITIATIVES In many cases, state and local gov-
ernments are either unable or unwilling to adopt
key policies. This means that smart growth
issues are often decided directly by voters.
Strong citizen support for proposals for every-
thing from zones for open space to transit can
put these policies into place and send a signal to
political leaders about what people really want.

CONSIDER NEIGHBORHOODS WITH
TRANSPORTATION OPTIONS Families can save
money and avoid traffic delays by living in com-
munities that offer access by multiple means of
transportation. These areas combine a mix of
destinations— stores, housing and jobs—that are
accessible by car, transit, foot or bike. Higher
housing prices in some communities of this kind
can be offset by the substantially lower cost for
transportation achieved by owning fewer cars.

SUPPORT NEIGHBORHOOD BUSINESSES
Living in communities that have shops within
walking distance gives residents the option of
supporting stores located nearby rather than
distant superstores. This keeps resources close
to home, keeps neighborhood stores in business,
and helps preserve the qualities that make close-
knit neighborhoods great places to live.
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